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Definitions 

 
The following terms are used in this report: 
 
CMAQ Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality Improvement Program 
CO Carbon monoxide 
DOT Department of Transportation 
FHWA Federal Highway Administration 
FTA Federal Transit Administration 
MAP-21   Moving Ahead for Progress in the 21st Century 
MPO Metropolitan Planning Organization 
NPS National Park Service 
O3 Ozone 
PM Particulate matter 
RPO Regional Planning Organization 
TIP Transportation Improvement Plan 
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Introduction 
The Congestion Mitigation and Air Quality 
Improvement (CMAQ) program is a potential funding 
source for NPS transit systems. NPS transit managers 
seeking funding to support or expand transit service 
may consider working with State, regional and local 
partners to identify opportunities to suggest projects for 
CMAQ funding. 

Recent changes in dedicated funding for NPS transit 
systems (e.g., the discontinuation of the Paul S. Sarbanes 
Transit in Parks program) have increased the 
importance of partner funding sources. The CMAQ 
program is a potential fit for NPS park units because of 
its dual focus on air quality and congestion, mirroring 
the NPS missions of protecting resources and providing 
access. Appendix A provides two examples of NPS 
transit systems already benefiting from CMAQ.  

This bulletin details the CMAQ program, project 
eligibility requirements, and how NPS staff can engage 
with State, regional, and local partners to apply for 
CMAQ funding. 

About CMAQ 
Jointly administered by FHWA and FTA, CMAQ has been an important funding source for highway and transit projects 
that reduce congestion and EPA-regulated air pollutants since the early 1990s. According to FHWA’s CMAQ Guidance, 
MAP-21 authorizes over $2.2 billion in CMAQ funding in both fiscal year 2013 and 2014. The CMAQ program is a flexible 
funding source that typically provides 80 percent of project costs.  

CMAQ Funding is allocated to State DOTs and metropolitan planning organizations (MPOs) based on population and 
pollution levels in ozone (O3), particulate matter (PM10 and PM2.5), and carbon monoxide (CO) nonattainment or 
maintenance areas designated by the EPA. Appendix B lists park units located in nonattainment and/or maintenance areas. 
All states receive a minimum amount of funding even if a nonattainment or maintenance area is not located within the 
State.  

Coordinate with Local, Regional, and State Partners 

In urban areas projects must be included in the MPO’s transportation improvement plans (TIPs) or for rural areas, the 
Statewide TIP. CMAQ project selection is at the discretion of the State DOTs and MPOs. However, Federal rules require 
analysis of project costs and benefits and many MPOs and State DOTs have periodic calls for projects with competitive 
selection criteria. Therefore, it is important for park units to learn about and engage in regional and statewide planning 
processes so they can be prepared to submit competitive proposals. Park unit staff may consider attending MPO or 
Statewide transit planning meetings to begin learning local CMAQ procedures and to identify potential partners. See the 
FHWA database of CMAQ-funded projects for examples of past CMAQ-funded projects in your area. 

 

 

Eligible Project Types 

According to the FHWA’s Public Transportation CMAQ Guidance, there are four types of transit projects eligible for 
CMAQ funding: 

Key Findings: 

• The CMAQ program is an important funding 
source to consider for NPS transit funding 
 

• CMAQ funds are coordinated through States 
and MPOs, therefore projects must be listed in 
TIPs and/or STIPs 
 

• Engage and collaborate with local, regional and 
State partners to identify opportunities and 
suggest projects 
 

• Demonstrate and communicate economic and 
environmental benefits of NPS transit systems 
to build support 
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1. New Transit Service 
CMAQ funds may be used to support startup of new transit services such as new a shuttle or ferry 
service linking activity centers. Funds may be used to cover planning, project development, initial 
capital costs, and to assist with operating costs during the first five years of service. 

2. System or Service Expansion 
Expansions that will generate additional ridership may be eligible for CMAQ funds because a shift to 
transit reduces emissions and congestion.  

3. New Vehicles 
New transit vehicles may be purchased with CMAQ funds.  The vehicles can be used for fleet expansion 
or to replace current vehicles. A variety of transit vehicle types are eligible, including alternative fuel 
vehicles. 

4. Fare Subsidies 
CMAQ funds can support innovative fare reduction and financial incentive strategies in particular 
situations. For example, reduced fares may be offered as part of an area-wide strategy for reducing 
emissions during peak periods of ozone pollution. However, because NPS transit systems do not tend 
to charge fares, this project type may not be applicable to NPS. 

 

Conclusion 
The CMAQ program is well-aligned with the NPS missions of protecting resources and providing public access to 
valuable natural and cultural areas. CMAQ can be a viable transit funding opportunity for many NPS transit systems, 
particularly those located in air quality nonattainment areas. However, participation in regional and statewide 
transportation planning process is essential for park units considering pursuing CMAQ funds. In many cases, park units 
may not be able to submit project proposals directly, and will need to work with partners to participate in the CMAQ 
process. Park units should actively engage with local and regional stakeholders to build support for specific projects, and 
work to communicate quantifiable emissions and congestion reduction estimates to develop competitive applications. 

 

Resources 
NPS Alternative Transportation Program 

NPS National Transit Inventory, 2012 

NPS Air Resources Division Methods for Determining Air Quality Conditions and Trends for Park Planning and Assessments 

FHWA CMAQ and Public Transportation Guidance 

Innovative Transportation Planning Partnerships to Enhance National Parks and Gateway Communities (Transportation 
Research Board 2009)
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Appendix A -- NPS Examples 

Acadia National Park Island Explorer Shuttle Bus System 

Through strong and cooperative regional partnerships, Acadia National Park was able to implement and sustain the Island 
Explorer transit.  Started in 1999, it continues today as a popular transit service for the region.  The 17+ vehicle fleet runs 
seven routes and links various hotels and campgrounds in the area to park unit attractions and the Bar Harbor Airport.  
From the beginning, Acadia worked with partners to find diverse financial support for the transit system. 

With the support of the Mount Desert Island League of Towns, the Island Explorer Shuttle Bus system was presented to 
Maine DOT.  Maine DOT approved the project and Island Explorer received CMAQ funding.  Acadia National Park 
along with several of their partners provided the 20 percent local match.  Through local, regional, and state transportation 
partnerships Acadia National Park took advantage of unconventional transit system funding options resulting in benefits 
for the entire community.  A 2001 study conducted in the service’s third year calculated that more than 200,000 visitors 
rode the buses, keeping approximately 88,000 vehicles off the park and MDI roads, resulting in a 33 percent reduction in 
carbon monoxide emissions. Furthermore, a 2012 Maine DOT grant analysis found that between 1999 and 2009 the Island 
Explorer carried nearly 3 million passengers and reduced traffic on park and local roads by over 1 million vehicles. 

 
Figure 1 
Island Explorer bus at Acadia National Park  
Source: National Park Service Media Library  
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As the nation’s principal conservation agency, the Department of the Interior has the responsibility for most of our 
nationally owned public lands and natural resources. This includes fostering sound use of our land and water resources; 
protecting our fish, wildlife, and biological diversity; preserving the environmental and cultural values of our parks and 
historic places; and providing for the enjoyment of life through outdoor recreation. The department assesses our energy 
and mineral resources and works to ensure that their development is in the best interests of all our people by encouraging 
stewardship and citizen participation in their care. The department also has a major responsibility for American Indian 
reservation communities and for people who live in island territories under U.S. administration. 
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